Background: This paper reports efforts to estimate the results of the prevention policy of HIV/AIDS in young people, 15 years after the first case of AIDS in Greece by investigating the current level of knowledge, attitudes, beliefs, behaviour and practices of high school students towards HIV/AIDS. Methods: Questionnaires from 702 students of 13 technical high schools in the Athens area were collected and analysed in 1997. Results: 72% of the questions regarding knowledge were answered accurately. 43.15% of the participants believed that their knowledge about HIV/AIDS was sufficient. They considered AIDS to be a big threat to society (89.65%), and would be embarrassed if they were HIV positive (31.75%), however, they would be compassionate to HIV positive persons. One out of three were worried about already being HIV infected, because of their risky behaviour in the past, especially boys. The major change in their behaviour was the use of a condom (80.9% for boys and 56.7% for girls). 64.8% of the girls did not have sexual relations, while 41.9% of the boys had sexual relations with casual partners. Conclusion: After 15 years of prevention activities among young people, students have a satisfactory level of knowledge and have adopted relatively safe behaviour. However, boys, younger students, students with a high sense of religiousness and students with both excellent and low school records need more intense and systematic information through suitable interventions.
In Greece, a country with approximately 10.5 million inhabitants, a cumulative total of 2015 AIDS cases have been reported between 1982 and December 1999. Thirtytwo of these are children, 31 young people (13-19 years old) and 1952 adults (20-≥60 years old). During recent years, there has been a decline in AIDS incidents in Greece. This decline was observed for the first time in 1997 and continued in 1998 and 1999. In 1997 there were 167 cases, 140 in 1998 and 98 in 1999 reported compared to 233 in 1996 and 213 in 1995. However, before interpreting these results we should take into account the following: i) reported cases reflect infections that took place some years ago, and ii) the effectiveness of the new antiretroviral therapies used retards the progression to AIDS and consequently reduces the number of cases reported. 1 The dissemination of information regarding HIV to young people has been seen as the primary task in the Greek prevention policy. Apart from general preventive information tools such as mass media campaigns, information booklets, leaflets, posters, etc., which are also sources of information for young people, a lot of prevention activities have been implemented in schools.
The National School of Public Health has been implementing prevention programmes in schools for many years by training teachers and organizing programmes addressing directly to students. This paper is an effort to estimate the outcomes of prevention activities for young people in school, 15 years after the first case of AIDS in Greece.
METHODS
An anonymous questionnaire was given to students of 13 technical and professional high schools (15-20 years old) located in the greater Athens area, during OctoberDecember 1997. All schools were public ones and represented different areas of Athens as far as social and economic status is concerned. All the students of each school who were present in the classroom on the day of the research team' visit agreed to participate, therefore, there were no non-respondents. Team members explained to students the purpose and nature of the survey, as well as its confidential character. The surveytool, a self-administered questionnaire, was completed by the students within 30 minutes, i.e. during a classroom hour. The questionnaire consisted of 90 closed questions concerning the following issues: students' demographic data, knowledge about various aspects of HIV/AIDS, beliefs and attitudes, behaviour and practices. Data were analysed using the Statistical Package of Social Sciences (SPSS). Chi-square tests were used to assess statistical significance. Questions were 
RESULTS

Prevalent demographic data
A total of 702 students answered the questionnaire, of which 344 (49%) were male and the rest female (51%). The education level of their father and mother was respectively high school graduates (53.5%, 48%), elementary school (29.5%, 37.9%) and college/university graduates (17%, 14%). Regarding the role religion played in their life, 61.1% answered very important, 32% not very important and only 7% not important. The school records of the previous year were low for the majority of the respondents (76%), medium for one out of five (20.2%) and excellent for very few (3.9%).
Knowledge regarding HIV/AIDS
Approximately one out of two of the male participants (51.7%) believed that their knowledge regarding HIV/AIDS (subjective knowledge) was sufficient, compared to the females where the respective proportion was much lower (34.6%). However, a substantial percentage of the respondents (72%) demonstrated a satisfactory degree of knowledge (objective knowledge) as the indicator of 'objective knowledge' was 0.72 for the total number of students. The calculation of this indicator was determined by dividing the number of correct responses by the total number of respondents (702) and multiplying it by one hundred. The participants of the survey were relatively well aware of the sexual transmission of HIV. However, the percentage of correct answers to questions regarding transmission through special sexual practices were lower than expected, i.e. through vaginal fluids and oral sex (table 1) . Also, objective knowledge about other main transmission routes was satisfactory (table 1) . Answers about non-transmitting routes had the same structure. Some questions concerning non-transmission were answered correctly, perhaps the important ones for them, while other questions were not, maybe those in which they were not interested personally, as shown in table 1. Finally, older students were better informed, while there was no significant statistical relation between students' objective knowledge and parents' education level.
Beliefs and attitudes
The majority of students considered AIDS to be a great threat to society. Moreover, almost one out of three believed that being HIV positive would be an embarrassment. However, they would remain friends with a person or a schoolmate who became HIV-infected, while there was a small percentage (4.75%) who would reject their friends/schoolmates if they were infected. The majority would not be afraid to be tested for HIV. Regarding the result of the test, if it was positive, more than half of them would not disclose the truth to their schoolmates, while most of them would trust their families and close friends (table 2) . According to table 3, a high percentage of students responded that it was possible that they were already infected. The majority (≅65%) believed that behavioural change can protect against being HIV infected. One out of five had some friends who changed their behaviour because of AIDS, while they themselves followed this pattern in a higher percentage, especially boys. However, boys seemed to be more reckless than girls regarding sexual behaviour, as approximately one out of five would have sex without using a condom with a girl whom they liked very much, while the relevant percentage for girls to the same question was significantly lower (table 3). Regarding their attitudes to condoms, a high proportion of the participants believed that condoms are useful for occasional partners only. More boys than girls believed that condoms make sex less enjoyable. However, their knowledge about the other kinds of protection that condoms provide, i.e. contraception and STD prevention, was not high. Finally, the price of condoms, shyness when buying them and difficulty in using them are not dissuasive factors against using them (table 5) .
DISCUSSION
Four factors were identified as significantly associated with the level of knowledge: gender, religiousness, school record and age. Females were better informed than males. Students who had answered that religion played an important role in their life had a lower degree of knowledge, while students with an average school record showed a higher degree of knowledge compared to students with poor and excellent school records. Finally, older students were better informed than younger ones.
Although the survey participants were relatively well aware of the sexual transmission modes of HIV, the results showed some knowledge gaps regarding specific routes of sexual transmission, which means that students still have some misconceptions about HIV prevention and safe sexual practices. Conversely, comparisons of our survey results with relevant surveys in Sweden and the USA clearly indicate lower levels of knowledge in our sample. 2,3 Also, the finding that subjective knowledge was high, especially in boys, needs further examination, given that what we think we know influences our decision making and finally our behaviour. Students are aware of the dangerous nature of the disease and consider AIDS to be a threat to society, however, they are still biased against infected pesons as they themselves would be embarrassed if they were HIV carriers. In addition to this, the fact that the participants would not trust their schoolmates if they were HIV infected supports our hypothesis that peer and social influences affect feelings towards the disease, a hypothesis which has already been confirmed by research. 2 Boys need more systematic prevention efforts, as they exhibit a risky behaviour, confessing that they would have sex with a girl they liked very much without using a condom. Other studies, also have shown that young males are more willing to take risks, as they engage in significantly more risky behaviours than women, a fact which may be explained by the theory of gender roles. [4] [5] [6] However, students seem to be aware of the benefits of using condoms, especially boys. The percentage of students who always use condoms (80%) is higher than that found in a relevant Swedish survey concerning university graduates, where, the respective rate was 46.8%, even though the participants were older than those of our sample. 2 This makes us think that condom use has become part of students' sexual practice. Studies in the USA, mainly carried out on homosexuals and bisexuals, concluded that the use of condoms and the pursuit of a permanent partner were the main behavioural changes that had occurred as a result of AIDS. 7, 8 Students are not as much influenced by religion concerning the use of condoms as they were in the past. 9 There has been very significant progress in overcoming embarrassment when buying condoms. However, there are still prejudices, especially in boys, i.e. that condoms are useful only for occasional partners or that they make sex less enjoyable. Their belief that using condoms is offensive for their partner leads to the conclusion that perhaps they do not feel able to negotiate with their partner the use of a condom, which means that they need training on this issue. The general conclusion from the results of this study is that, although there is a relatively high level of objective knowledge regarding the principal routes of HIV transmission, this knowledge is insufficient on its own to ensure that young people practise safe sex. Moreover, we should have in mind that there always exists the question of differences between attitude and practice in adolescents who answered that they have changed their behaviour because of AIDS. Therefore, the information policy adopted in schools has to be continued and improved with cognitive-behavioural interventions that emphasize attitudinal changes, negotiation skills, assertiveness, and decision making skills, which in addition to information, could be effective in changing and maintaining safe behaviour. 10 
